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A Second-Grade Teacher's Nightmare:
How Do You Teach 7-Year-Olds to Write a
Magazine Feature Article?
BY JunY

A

CovA KELLY

e you a second-grade teacher in the state of Michigan? Have you been pulling your hair out asking your-

self how you are going to get your second-grade students to write a magazine feature article? Read on.
This article was written for you. According to Michigan's Grade Level Content Expectations (GLCE's)
for second grade:
Students will write an informational
piece including a magazine feature article
using an organizational pattern such as
description, enumeration, sequence, or
compare/contrast that may include graphs,
diagrams, or charts to enhance the understanding of central and key ideas. (p. 6)

positions students to write with passion and not to
dryly list facts on a topic.

I can picture your eyes glazing over right about now!
What do these words mean and how do you get your
students to create this type of writing?
I met with several second-grade teachers last school
year as they struggled with how to teach students
to write a magazine feature article. Though I looked
for information to support their efforts, I found very
little. So I took it upon myself to read some of my
favorite and most trusted authors of writing methods
to create this plan for classroom writing of magazine
feature articles. It is my hope that this step-by-step
guide will illuminate the way for second-grade writers (and their teachers!) to experience this unique
genre.

When I consulted www.teachingwriting.com/FeatureArticles.htm, I learned that feature articles are
the most common genre found in newspapers and
magazines. This site goes on to say feature articles
are not necessarily on timely issues or topics. They
can be on most any topic. Writers write about topics
they have knowledge about or they write about topics
they are interested in and research information to
include in the article.

Beginning With The End In Mind
Deciding what you value before you teach a unit will
help focus your teaching. Providing a rubric or checklist composed of the aspects of magazine feature
articles you find important will help your students
fully understand how you will assess their writing.
The checklist below lists the features I feel are
important in such an article. For grading purposes,
assign a point value to each statement. Students
benefit from knowing the target in mind.

Putting First Things First

Possible Checklist

What is a magazine feature article? In his book Time
for Meaning (1995), Randy Bomer defines a feature
article based upon its purpose, which, he states,
is "to inform readers about something they never
realized could be so complex and interesting." I like
this definition because it implies that the writer has
passion about the topic; passion or an intense interest is important to keep a writer energized to bring
a piece of writing to publication. This interest also

My information is 100% true. (Accuracy)
My ideas are in an order that makes sense.
(Organization)
The reader will know I am interested in this
topic. (Voice)
My work looks like a feature article. (Layout)
I included a graph, diagram, or chart. (Special feature)

Judy Cova Kelly is an independent language arts
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WINTER

2008, V oL. 40, No. 2

23

_____________________________________________________
SECOND-GRADE TEACHER'S NIGHTMARE

As I read magazine feature articles and thought
about which aspects were important to me, I discovered that I expected the author to research the topic
thoroughly and report the information accurately.
I noticed if the ideas were presented in an order
that enhanced my understanding. If you agree with
Randy Bomer (1995) that writers of feature articles
are really interested in their topics, the author's
voice will convey that interest or passion. A magazine feature article has a certain look to it. Chunks
of text are interrupted by pictures, photographs,
diagrams, charts, graphs, or maps. Since the GLCE
cited said students "may include graphs, diagrams,
or charts to enhance the understanding," it made
sense to include that in the checklist, too. Lastly, I
looked at Ruth Culham's (2005) work for help with
the wording for organization and voice.

Planning Ahead
When deciding how you will lead your students to
their topics for the feature article, consider whether
the topic should be related to your curriculum or
whether it will be one about which your students are
experts. There are advantages to each. If you connect
the article to a topic in your science curriculum, you
can do your research during science class and then
produce the article during your writing time working
on multiple GLCE's at once. If your students write
on topics about which they are experts, they will
have to do minimal research while you are teaching
this new writing genre. Expert topics for second
graders may include caring for a pet, playing soccer,
or riding a bike. Remember whatever topics your
students choose, their interest will ultimately keep
them motivated to write.
Next, you must decide what organizational pattern
you will teach your students to use for their writing.
The GLCE above states the students may use one of
the following: description, enumeration, sequence, or
compare/contrast. Descriptive or sequential writing
may prove to be the most accessible for young writers
and works best for a feature article.

Gathering and Immersing
Gathering a collection of magazine feature articles
that will serve as mentor texts for your students
provides models for their writing. You are looking for
articles that represent the type of writing you would
like your students to write. Lead your students to
notice the features and style of these articles. As
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you read an article aloud, talk through how you
as a reader use the features. You may also share
how the features and author's style affect you as a
reader. These "think alouds" will show your students
the kind of thinking and sharing they will do when
working with partners to discuss their observations
about the articles.
Read and become familiar with the sound, organization, and look of these articles. Notice the balance
between facts and opinions (Reduce, 1999). Hopefully, you have access to such periodicals for young
children such as The Big Backyard, Ranger Rick,
Scholastic News, Time for Kids, Weekly Reader, etc.
If not, check with your local public library. I went to
a large bookstore and found a number of periodicals
including: National Geographic for Kids, Dig, and
Sports Illustrated for Kids. Be sure not to rush
through this important step.

Developing a Vision
It is important that your students have a clear sense
of what they are going to write. Katie Wood Ray
(2006) asks her students to consider what they have
read that resembles what they would like to write.
To develop this vision, children must have time to
read good examples of magazine feature articles.
As your students read, help them to think about
this question: What did the author do to write this
article? Your students are reading as writers now.
It may be helpful for them to work in pairs or trios
to discuss what they notice and really like about the
writing. Working with others provides a scaffold for
young readers. They can access text with a partner
who might not be able to read alone.

As they read and think through these mentor texts
thoroughly, they are developing a vision of what they
will create. Though you may begin to feel anxious
that your students are not yet writing, allowing time
for them to develop a full vision of what they will
write will lift the quality of their writing (Ray &
Cleaveland, 2004).

Studying Magazine
·Feature Articles
While immersing your students in magazine feature
articles, study various aspects of the article. These
aspects will vary with each author's style. As you
focus your students' attention on these aspects, you
prepare your students to write an article on their own.
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Another possibility is to lay a piece of paper over a
feature article and trace the sections to show the
students the layout of the article. These templates
will not be necessary for all students but will be
useful to those who need the structure.

Create a chart of these aspects and include examples
of each. Display this chart during your study for
students to reference and for you to add to as you go
along.

Catchy Titles
Authors of magazine feature articles write amazingly
catchy titles (fig. 1). It might help to think of the titles
the tabloids use as they sensationalize the topic.

Leads
Authors of magazine feature articles work hard on
writing a strong lead that makes the reader want to
read the entire article. They may ask a question of
the reader or tell an interesting fact about their topic
to draw the reader into the
writing immediately.

Check out these titles from Oh, Yuck! by Joy Masoff. (p. vi)

Frightening Fashions
Miserable
Meats
Freaky Fish

Endings
Authors of magazine feature
articles write endings that
the reader will remember.
They may offer an opinion,
advice, or restate what they
thought was most important.
In my example, I started
(Fig. 3) with an amazing fact
in question form and ended
with a shift in attitude on
roaches. Relating the ending
to the lead creates a sense
of closure in any piece of
writing.

Tckv Insects

Figure 1
Authors may also play with words in the title. To do
this, they may include words with multiple meanings. Gather a variety of titles from articles your
students have not yet read. Read one of the titles
aloud to your students and ask what the topic of the
article might be. Read titles that sensationalize the
topic or play with words. Discuss why the author
chose this particular title. What was the author
trying to do? What effect did the title convey?
As you read magazine feature articles, study the
organizational features. Are there headings and subheadings? Help your students decide how they might
organize their information. What will their headings
be? Will their headings be in question form? Deciding
on the headings now will help
your students organize their
I
Title
research information.
Look at the layout of the
articles you are reading. Do
the articles have text boxes?
Or does the text flow down
the page interrupted only by
pictures and headings? You
may decide to offer a template
for the layout. I created these
templates (Fig. 2) using text
boxes in Microsoft Word.

Next time you see a roach,
don't step on it Thank it!

Leads and Endings
Figure 3

Voice

Organization

Layout

Did you know doctors use
roaches to study heart
disease?

LJ

Authors of magazine feature articles write with
plenty of voice to keep their readers' attention. They
want the reader to know they are interested in this
topic. You may lead the students to writing catchy
headings, along with a catchy title. Teach students
Title

I

[::]

Text_ _ _ _ _ _ __

I Picllin I
Possible Templates

BLJ
Figure 2
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to use exclamatory sentences and questions for
sentence variety. If appropriate, lace the article with
amazing facts. They will add interest and voice. To
study what voice sounds like in non-fiction writing,
compare the writing in a science textbook to periodicals for young children or to non-fiction picture
books written by such authors as Gail Gibbons and
Seymour Simon.

Features
Did the authors include graphs, charts, or diagrams
in their articles? Why?
What information is
depicted in them? Are there
pictures with captions or
Earth in Orbit
bold print? Does it make
sense for your students to
include
any of these feaRainfall in Inches
tures in their articles?

Sample diagram and chart

Figure 4

These do not have to be
elaborate. I used clip art in
Microsoft Word to create my
example (Fig. 4); however
a diagram can be as simple
as a labeled drawing of a
soccer field and players.

Scaffolding Through
Shared Writing
If you determine your students need additional support, write a feature article together as a class. As
you create this article, be sure to explicitly engage
your students in the same kind of decision-making
the authors of your mentor texts made to create
their articles. Once again, do not rush through this
step. It may prove to be an important one if your
students have not done this kind of writing before.
You are scaffolding your students to success. It may
prove to be efficient and effective to use a topic from
your science or social studies curriculum for this
class article.

Researching

To add interest to this writing, you may nudge students to take an angle on their topics. For example,
rather than listing details and facts about soccer,
a student may take the angle that playing soccer
makes you healthy or that you have to be really
coordinated to play soccer.
Many facts about soccer will be included but with a
twist. If your students take an angle, it is important
they establish it now. The specific angle will influence what they determine to be important as they do
their research. Writing with an angle may prove to
be too much for some young writers; they will strictly
write the facts.
Teachers have offered various supports to students
to be able to read research information. Some
teachers use cross-age buddies as helpers. In one
school, fourth graders came in and read the research
information to their second-grade buddies while the
second graders listened and took notes. Other teachers have done the research in a small group setting
so they could offer
their support while
Research Notes on
students were readLions
ing the resources.
Description

Habitat

Prey

Offspring

To help your students successfully research their
topic, provide research note-taking sheets or booklets for them to use. Another way to organize their
research notes is for them to write each heading on
a 3 x 5 card (Fig. 5). The students then record their
information on the appropriate card.
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When they have a format to collect information, they
are better able to sort important information from
the unimportant. Include headings on these support
documents to organize the information your students
gather. These headings will correspond with the
headings of the magazine feature article they will
write. In this example, I included "Interesting Facts"
as a heading. When doing research with young
children in the past, I learned to add this category.
What they often found most interesting was information that did not fit other categories.

Interesting Facts

Figure 5

Once they have gathered their research
information, they
are ready to lay out
their article and start
writing the draft
copy. If students used
3 x 5 cards, they can
physically arrange
the cards on a large
piece of paper to actually see their layout
by positioning the
text, pictures, graphs
or charts.
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Drafting

Publishing

Students are now ready to compose their draft copies. Discuss who might read their articles. Have the
children picture someone else reading their articles
and being amazed at what they've learned. Developing a strong sense of audience will strengthen the
children's writing.

Now they are ready to create their final copy for
publication. For struggling students, the draft and
final version of the article may be on the same piece
of paper with revisions. For those of you may have
the resources to publish these electronically-great!
Most students will handwrite their final copy. While
these final copies will not be perfect or necessarily
polished, the important thing is the students have
gone through the process of thinking and working
like a feature article writer.

Next, have students choose one article to use as a
mentor text. By selecting one article, they can hold
this "vision" of writing style and layout in their
heads as they write (Ray, 2006). As you confer with
students, refer to the mentor text as a guide for their
writing.
If your students used a note-taking structure,
their information should be organized according to
their headings. Students will turn their notes into
complete sentences and paragraphs under each
appropriate heading. Model this process for your
students showing them how you go from notes to
complete sentences and thoughts. For the students
who have gathered an endless amount of facts and
want to include every single detail, you may have to
inform them that feature articles are limited in the
amount of information they contain by the amount of
space they are allowed. Students will have to choose
which facts they include in their articles. You may
suggest they only have two or three points under
each heading. Carol Spencer, a second-grade teacher
in Monroe, Michigan, found her students wanted to
include too many details in their articles. She had
them limit number of facts for each section. Knowing
that feature articles are usually limited by space and
number of words, she asked her students, "Do you
think this author wrote everything he knew about
this subject in this one article?" (C. Spencer, personal
interview, July 31, 2007.) You may decide a feature
article will be contained to one piece of paper, front
and back, or to two pieces of paper fastened together
to look "bookish." Limiting the amount of space will
help control the amount of information.

Revising
Have students review their writing with a writing
partner. Students can use the checklist created
earlier to revise their articles. Instruct them to point
to where or how they accomplished each item on the
checklist. If they can't show their partners something
on the checklist, instruct them to go back and revise
their work to include the missing aspect.

WINTER

Assessing
After completing their final copies, have students
read their articles and talk about their work.
Consider having them award a point value for
each statement based on how well they think they
accomplished each aspect. You may also have them
talk about their scores during a conference with you.
Remember they are writing as 7-year-olds. What is
most important is that they understand the intentional thinking of an author of magazine feature
articles.

Celebrating
Try to broaden the audience for your young magazine
writers by inviting parents or another class to read
and listen to the articles. Consider binding all the
articles into a complete journal and place a copy in
your school library for classmates to check out. Be
as simple or as elaborate as you like. Celebrations
signal the end of a unit and honor the students' hard
work and accomplishment. Now, pat yourself and
your students on the back; you have turned a nightmare into a dream come true!
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